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causal connection between parasitic Bacteria and infec¬ 
tious diseases, especially in warm-blooded animals, and 
on diseases caused by Bacteria in the lower animals and 
in plants. The work will be very useful to all who may 
wish to obtain “ a general view ” of this important sub¬ 
ject. It has been well translated, and we may note that 
a valuable list of publications relating to Bacteria is given 
at the end of the volume. 

Mattie's Secret . By Emile Desmaux. (London : George 
Routledge and Sons, 1887.) 

This book is evidently a French work very well trans¬ 
lated into English. It is practically a book of delightful 
gossip, touching on many important points of science ; 
while theoretically it is a pleasing story of a sister who 
devotes her time to her little brother driven from school 
and books by approaching blindness. The scientific part 
opens with the explosion of fire-damp, and goes on to the 
history of coal, how it is found, in what shapes; and then 
to the coal-mine itself, how the work is done, and the 
precautions which have to be taken. Next follows the 
history of diamonds, what they are, how they are shaped 
into different forms ; and then comes graphite manufac¬ 
tured into pencils. The history of beer here follows, 
how it is prepared, and its use. Then the author ex¬ 
plains torpedoes and torpedo-boats, how they are worked, 
and the method of launching the torpedo. Glycerine, 
dynamite, and gunpowder, their dangerous properties, and 
how they are prepared, are next referred to, and this is 
followed by an introduction to the phenomena of sound. 

The book contains a hundred good illustrations showing 
the different scientific processes, and it is thoroughly 
interesting throughout. 

The question arises whether fairy tales of science are 
not as interesting to children as fairy tales of the ordinary 
description. The author is evidently of this opinion, and 
we are inclined to agree with him. A. L. 


LETTERS TO THE EDITOR . 

{The Editor does not hold himself responsible for opinions 
expressed by his correspondents. Neither can he under¬ 
take to return , or to correspond with the writers of 
rejected manuscripts . No notice is taken oj anonymous 
communications. 

[The Editor urgently requests correspondents to keep their 
letters as short as possible. The pressure on his space 
is so great that it is impossible otherwise to insure the 
appearance even of communications containing interesting 
and novel facts .] 

Politics and the Presidency of the Royal Society. 

Your leader of last week reminds me not a little of one of 
those days that begin somewhat brightly but end with a thunder¬ 
storm. As a Fellow of the Royal Society, I fail to see what 
our President has done to incur the reprobation of the writer of 
this article. I will take in order the two charges brought against 
him. Of these, the first is that he became President of the 
Victoria Institute, the second being that he has allowed himself 
to be returned as member of Parliament for his own Uni¬ 
versity. 

I do not fancy the writer means to assert that the predecessors 
of Prof. Stokes, more than one of whom held strong views con¬ 
nected with theology, virtually laid these aside during their 
tenure of office. At any rate, they gave ample expression to them 
both before and after this tenure. I gather that the objection 
rather is that Prof. Stokes, during his tenure of office, became 
President of another Society—the Victoria Institute. Now, Sir, 
I can see at once an objection to the President of the Royal 
Society being at the same time President of any of the other 
scientific Societies, such as the Astronomical, the Physical, the 
Chemical, or the Zoological. But I confess I fail to see any 
objection to his taking office in a Philosophical Society, which 
treats of subjects not really connected with science. 

It may perhaps be thought that the Victoria Institute was 


deficient in breadth of view, and I think that until lately it 
was open to this objection. But I have reason to think that 
Prof. Stokes has infused into it a better spirit, and his admirable 
opening address to this Society has, if I mistake not, appeared 
in your columns. 

In this address he acts entirely the part of a peacemaker, 
endeavouring to show that the conclusions of science cannot be 
held to come into collision with what may be regarded as the 
essential truths of the Christian religion. It is probable that 
a minority of Fellows of the Royal Society may believe that 
certain scientific doctrines have disposed of the claims of Chris¬ 
tianity. Must, therefore, the President be precluded from going 
to church during his tenure of office? Unquestionably the 
going to church implies taking part in a public action about 
which the opinions of the Fellows could be divided. 

It is in truth exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, to formu¬ 
late a principle which shall extinguish the peculiarities of one 
individual while it leaves untouched the field around him repre¬ 
senting the rights and privileges of others. The thing was tried 
once before in the time of Darius the Mede, but the results of 
the experiment were not of an encouraging nature. 

I come now to the second and most important charge against 
our President. And here I confess I cannot help being a little 
amused at the writer’s dread that the President will be hunted 
out of his scientific chair at all inconvenient hours, and driven to 
his seat at St. Stephen’s by one of the Whips of the House. And 
I confess that I am equally amused at the thought of the Royal 
Society suffering the fearful political degradation depicted.by the 
writer, entertaining as I do the most complete confidence in the 
integrity of this Society. I grant freely that under ordinary 
circumstances it is undesirable that the President of the Royal 
Society should enter the House of Commons. But these are no 
ordinary times, and we are now engaged in a struggle that means 
more than mere party warfare. 

I do not wish to introduce politics into these pages, but I may 
state that in my opinion, and I think I may say in that of many 
Fellows of the Royal Society, the question just now is one 
between law and anarchy. But in a state of anarchy, what will 
suffer more than knowledge? In such a state will there be 
leisure to investigate—leisure even to dispute ? And if this be 
so, should not Culture, which is more threatened than anything 
else, raise her voice in the Legislature and do what in her lies 
to prevent this deplorable consummation ? 

Surely it is this grave question, rather than any wish to represent 
the every-day interests of science, that has induced our President 
to enter the House. He has chosen to be an Englishman first, 
and a man of science afterwards. Who will blame him for 
this? Balfour Stewart. 


The able article which appeared in your last number (p. 49) 
under the title of “ Politics and the Presidency of the Royal 
Society,” raises a question of such magnitude, not only in its 
relation to science, but also to many other branches of human 
activity, that I trust to your courtesy and impartiality to give me 
an opportunity of briefly indicating some considerations calcu¬ 
lated to lead to a conclusion different from that at which the 
writer of the article in question has arrived. 

The Royal Society is composed of members who differ from 
one another in their views on political and many other subjects ; 
nay, more, of men who differ from one another in their views 
on many scientific subjects. Their devotion to the advancement 
of natural knowledge is the common ground on which they 
meet. 

The political opinions of our President are entirely unknown 
to us officially, and it may confidently be asserted that he is 
as highly esteemed and valued as President by those among us 
who may happen privately to differ from him widely in politics 
as by those who entertain similar political opinions to his own. 
His action in political matters concerns us as little as his 
opinions. No doubt we should be concerned if he were to 
undertake any duties of so engrossing a kind as to prevent him 
from fully discharging the duties of President, but we should be 
so equally if the additional work were not political. 

It is conceivable, though we will hope not very likely, that at 
some futuie time the Society might have to return a member to 
the House of Commons ; the Society would then be in a similar 
position to that in which several of our Universities are placed ; 
the arguments used by the writer of the article might then be 
applied. 

Our President cannot, however, be supposed to have entered 
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the House as the political representative of the Royal Society, 
for two reasons : first, because the Society has, in its corporate 
capacity, notoriously no political opinions to be represented ; 
and, secondly, because we have not sent him to the House. 

Alex. W. Williamson. 

High Pitfold, Haslemere, November 19. 


“The Conspiracy of Silence.” 

Though I am sorry to have misunderstood the meaning of 
the Duke of Argyll in his “ Great Lesson,” when I supposed 
him to accuse scientific men of virtually conspiring to suppress 
any unwelcome truth, X think I am not without excuse. 
Certainly I was not alone in the illusion, and I believe that 
many would even now say that the Duke of Argyll—in writing 
some of the passages which I quoted, and in using such phrases 
as “reluctant to admit such an error in the great idol,” “slow 
and sulky acquiescence,” “reluctantly, almost sulkily,” “a 
grudging silence,” not to quote any others—has certainly not 
expressed with felicity the lesson which he intended to inculcate. 
Further, in regard to the special instance brought forward by the 
Duke (that of Mr. Murray’s paper) it does not appear to me 
that he has even now established his charge. The Duke states 
that he has seen a letter, written by the late Sir Wyville 
Thomson, most strongly urging Mr. Murray to withdraw the 
paper which he had sent to the Royal Society of Edinburgh. 
The Duke further tells us candidly that no reason is alleged in 
the letter. Hence, Sir Wyville Thomson’s motive is a matter 
of inference only. I hope I shall not give offence to my friend 
Mr. Murray if I suggest that it may have been different from 
that which the Duke supposes. In 1877, so far as I can ascer¬ 
tain, Mr. Murray had not had much practice in writing papers. 
There is an art in this, which we have to learn by practice and 
the kindly criticism of our manuscripts by friends. As the best 
meat may be spoiled by an inexperienced cook, so the best mate¬ 
rial may be damaged by an inexperienced author. Sir Wyville 
Thomson would naturally feel very sensitive about any com¬ 
munications bearing the names of members of the Challenger 
Expedition, for if among its first-fruits had been a paper un¬ 
satisfactory either as to style or arrangement, yet controverting 
the deliberate conclusions of those hardly less well qualified to 
judge, a spirit of criticism and of distrust as to the thoroughness 
of the work of the Expedition would have been aroused. Of course 
this Is an hypothesis only, which I trust Mr. Murray will forgive 
me for making, but I can assure him that I am conscious of my 
own youthful imperfections (not to mention the mistakes of 
maturer years), and I submit that it is at least as good as the 
Duke’s, and more charitable to the memory of Sir Wyville 
Thomson. 

In regard to the new case which the Duke of Argyll brings 
forward, and with which he connects my name, he is not quite 
accurate in his facts and is wrong in his inference. Mr. Guppy’s 
paper was not “refused ” by the Geological Society o r London. 
The President has the power in certain cases, and under certain 
conditions, to refuse to put down for reading a paper written by 
a Fellow. I did not exercise that power. The Council, after 
a paper has been read, can refuse to print it. As Mr. Guppy’s 
paper was never read, obviously this did not happen. Probably 
the circumstances were as follows,—I say probably, for I have 
no distinct recollection of them. Mr. Guppy’s paper may have 
been sent, as is often done, for an informal expression of opinion 
as to whether the paper seemed suitable for the Society’s con¬ 
sideration. In such case it would be shown either to one of 
the secretaries or to the President, and the opinion, favourable 
or otherwise, communicated to the author, who would then 
be free to act as he thought best. Now, if Mr. Guppy's 
paper was identical with that printed in the Proceedings 
of the Royal Society of Edinburgh (vol. xiii. p. 857) I have 
no doubt that my answer was to this effect : that it contained 
so much matter which belonged rather to natural history 
than to geology that I thought it was likely to suffer much 
excision before it was printed in our Journal, especially at that 
time, and was more suited for a Society of a wider scope than 
our own. I have again referred to the paper, and, without 
entering upon its merits, of which I am fully sensible, am still of 
opinion that, while it is in its place in the Proceedings of a Royal 
Society which includes all branches of science, it would have to 
be considerably abridged to fit it for those of a Geological 
Society. Of course that is only my opinion, but after full ten 
years’ experience, eight of them as an officer, on the Council of 


the Geological Society of London, I may claim some knowledge 
of the principles on which that body acts. Moreover, at that 
time the Society was suffering from a falling off in revenue, with 
no corresponding decline in the number of papers which it was 
invited to publish. This I knew had compelled the Council to 
exceptional strictness. The difficulties of the Society were 
indeed so considerable that I commented on them in my address 
on quitting office in 1886, expressing at the same time my own 
view as to how they should be met. But though, as I have said, 
I have no clear recollection of the circumstances, I can speak 
positively of one thing, that if in any way I discouraged Mr.Guppy 
from communicating his paper it was not because I “smelt a 
heresy.” It is something quite new for me to stand accused of 
being a prompt suppresser of heresies. My orthodoxy has not 
always been considered unimpeachable among the clergy, and 
surely my scientific papers are not generally on the side of 
“established views.” 

To conclude, the Duke still—and this is our special complaint 
—treats the matter rather according to ecclesiastical than to 
scientific methods. He is fully persuaded of the excellence of 
Mr. Murray’s hypothesis, and considers it to be “one of those 
discoveries in science which are self-luminous,” and “must carry 
conviction to all.” Very well, but there are some people, not 
very few in number, who do not share his opinion. He cannot 
understand that our doubts can be due to anything else but 
“prepossession,” which has prevented our minds from being 
“ alive to the breadth and sweep of the questions at issue.” I 
humbly reply that this is not the case; that we claim to exercise 
the right of private judgment, and decline to submit to any pope, 
from whatever part of the United Kingdom he may issue his 
Bull. T. G. Bonney. 


Instability of Freshly-Magnetized Needles. 

Your reviewer objects to a statement in my “Theory of 
Magnetic Measurements,” to the effect that freshly-magnetized 
needles give untrustworthy readings for several minutes after 
magnetization (see Nature, vol. xxxvi. p. 316). In 
reply to his statement that this is contrary to experience, 
I wish to say that it is not contrary to my experience. 
In working with two 8-inch needles I continually observed this 
phenomenon for years, and it was so marked that I could not 
feel satisfied to omit the piecaution which the critic condemns. 
I know of one other observer who has had a similar experience 
with another needle. My needles were not very hard, and 
perhaps this may have had to do with the phenomenon. 

It is not desirable to make any reply to criticisms, even though 
they seem not quite fairly taken, but it ought to be suggested 
that those who are unable to apply general formulae to a special 
form of instrument after they have been shown how to apply 
them to a similar instrument might perhaps meet with more 
success in some other line of business. 

Francis E. Nipher. 

In the passage to which Prof. Nipher refers I contrasted what 
seemed to me the excessive precautions prescribed in the directions 
for obtaining the dip with a rather rough-and-ready method of 
manipulation elsewhere suggested by him. That the magnetic 
axis of a piece of steel may shift is possible. My criticism was 
directed to the question as to whether, as a matter of experience, 
such a shift is a cause of error of practical importance in the 
determination of the dip. It would, therefore, he interesting if 
Prof. Nipher would publish the details of the observations on 
which his conclusion is based, so that the extent to which a 
measurement of the inclination may be rendered untrustworthy by 
not waiting for some minutes after magnetizing the needle may 
be in evidence. Meanwhile it may be well that I should define 
my own views on the matter. 

On looking through the observations made in the magnetic 
survey of Missouri, which Prof. Nipher is conducting, I find that 
the dips obtained with different needles vary widely. Thus, 
taking the last Report to which I have access, in which the work 
of the year 1881 is described (Trans. Acad. Sci. St. Louis, 
vol. iv. No. 3, p, 480), the dip was determined with two needles 
at fifteen stations. At seven of these the difference between the 
results obtained by the two needles was equal to, or greater than, 
4 / . At one station it was 24''8, and at others 17'*2, 11 “7, 9'‘4, 
and 8'*9 respectively. If these are examples of trustworthy read¬ 
ings (and from their publication we must suppose that they are 
so), and if the differences obtained when the observations are un¬ 
trustworthy on account of the shift of the magnetic axis are greater 
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